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Introduction 
 
The recent economic crisis has brought 
considerable damage to our society, in 
particular to the youth who are generally the 
most affected groups chiefly as regards their 
aim to get economic independence and life 
satisfaction. 
One of the biggest societal achievements of 
recent decades has been the increase in 
educational attainment. In 2015, more than 40% 
of 25-34 year-olds had finished tertiary 
education and only one in five secondary had no 
upper secondary level qualifications (OECD, 
2016a). This is an important performance as a 
high educational attainment is positively related 
to a number of desirable socio-economic 
outcomes. However, in recent years educational 
qualifications unfortunately prove to be no 
longer adequate to find and keep a job, 
especially during hard economic times. At the 
same time and paradoxically, employers are 
also struggling to find employees with the right 
set of skills. 
So the transition from school to work, 
irrespective of the level of education, has 
become increasingly more difficult for the new 
generations. The youth labour market is highly 
cyclical. In fact young people were 
disproportionately affected by the labour market 
impact of the Great Recession (2007). 
Nowadays the situation is as follows: roughly 
speaking young people have come into two 
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Nell’attuale scenario socio-economico caratterizzato  da elevati tassi di disoccupazione giovanile e di NEET, 
consentire ai giovani un miglior inserimento nel mercato del lavoro rappresenta una priorità fondamentale 
per tutti i paesi. In base alla letteratura esistente, laddove la collaborazione tra scuola e lavoro 
nell’organizzare la formazione professionale è ben sviluppata, i giovani presentano migliori performance 
lavorative. Questo è particolarmente vero nei paesi con sistemi di apprendistato sviluppati piuttosto che nei 
paesi con un sistema di apprendistato inadeguato o senza apprendistato. In tal senso Austria, Danimarca, 
Germania e Svizzera si sono contraddistinti positivamente nel favorire i percorsi di inserimento professionale 
dei giovani, tanto che presentano bassi tassi di disoccupazione giovanile. 
L’Italia è stato colpita duramente dalla crisi economico-finanziaria. Ciononostante il Governo Italiano ha 
messo a punto recentemente un pacchetto di riforme organico (il “Jobs Act” e “la Buona Scuola”) allo scopo 
di migliorare la vocazione professionale in ambito scolastico, prevenire abbandoni scolastici, aumentare 
l’offerta di istruzione e formazione professionale, promuovere l’apprendistato, incrementare il numero di 
insegnanti e rafforzare la loro formazione professionale. 
 
In the context of high rates of youth unemployment and NEET, giving youth a better start in the labour market 
is a key priority for countries. Literature gives the clue to learn that, where the collaboration between 
education and employment systems in providing VET is well developed; youth employment patterns tend to be 
better. This is particularly true in countries with developed apprenticeship systems better than in countries 
with an inadequate or no apprenticeship system. 
Austria, Denmark, Germany and Switzerland have proven quite successful in giving young people a good 
start in the labour market and these countries have low youth unemployment rates. 
Italy has been hit hard by the economic and financial crisis. Nevertheless the Italian government’s response 
to high youth unemployment has been a comprehensive package of measures (“Jobs Act” and “Good 
School”) in recent years to improve vocational guidance, prevent early leaving from education and training, 
increase education and training offers, promote apprenticeships and traineeships, increase staff and improve 
teachers' professional development. 
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categories. One part has responded to sluggish 
labor market prospects by continuing tertiary 
education and investing in their human capital, 
the other has given up education, training and 
employment. The youth unemployment rate for 
the OECD area increased from the 12.1% in the 
fourth quarter of 2007 to a recessionary peak of 
17.3% (see Figure 1), doubling the adult 
unemployment rate. However, the youth 
unemployment rate has also declined more 
rapidly than overall unemployment during the 
recovery, retreating to 13.4% in the 2015. While 
the youth labour market has been very 
responsive to the economy recovery, youth 
unemployment remains above the pre-crisis 
level in 26 to the 34 OECD countries. Even 
once the cyclical increase in the unemployment 
is fully re-absorbed, part of the youth 
experiencing joblessness time after the crisis 
probably face permanently reduced career 
opportunities and may now show up in the 
statistics as unemployed, inactive or low-paid 
adults (OECD, 2016b).   
As shown in Figure 1, there have been large 
cross-country differences in the size and 
persistence of the post-crisis in youth 
unemployment. The unemployment rate for 
youth peaked 20 percentage points or more 
above its pre-crisis level in Spain and Italy (and 
Greece as well). By contrast, there was very low 
increase in youth joblessness following the 
global crisis in Japan, Germany (but also 
Switzerland and Austria), and the youth 
unemployment rates in these countries are lower 
than 10%. 
Unemployment is only part of the problem. The 
share of young people neither employed nor in 
education or training (NEETs) provide an 
additional measure of the labour status of youth 
which is particularly useful for highlighting 
periods of non-employment – either 
unemployment or inactivity – that are not 
devoted to learning activities, useful to develop 
skills which will pay off later in terms of 
enhanced employability or greater opportunities 
for career advancement. NEET status may thus 
be more closely connected  to the risk of long-
run marginalisation in the labour market than 
youth employment (OECD, 2016a). In the 
OECD area, the share of NEETs among persons 
aged 15-29 was 14.6% in 2015, up from 13.5% 
before the onset of the crisis in 2007 (Figure 2). 
The NEET rate has increased since 2007 in 24 
of the 34 OECD countries. The European 
countries hit hardest by the global crisis – 
Greece, Ireland, Spain and Italy – have seen 
particularly large increases in the NEET rate. 
On the contrary, NEET rates declined 
significantly in Germany and Japan and 
Mexico.  
Vocational education and training (VET) is 
frequently perceived as the solution to improve 
Figure 1 – Percentage of youth (agd 15-24) labour force, 2007-2015. Source: OECD (2016) 
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the opportunities of youths who lack the 
resources, skills or motivation to continue with 
higher education (Lerman, 2012). Moreover, 
many argue that VET provides useful skills to 
prepare youths  into the labor force to improve 
their chances of a successful professional career 
(Quintini & Martin, 2006; Middleton et al., 
1993). In particular, by aligning initial 
education more closely to particular vocations 
and tasks demanded in the labor market, the 
mismatch problem — often seen as a main 
source of high unemployment in developing 
countries — may be reduced (Almeida et al., 
2012). However, the relevance of VET varies 
significantly across clusters of countries around 
the world. 
 
 
 
1. A good VET system 
 
According to Klieme et al. (2006), any 
education system should have three main 
functions: 
 
i. allow individuals to shape 
independently from their own 
biographies, their relationships to their 
environments and lives in the 
community (individual control ability), 
ii. provide the abilities required on the 
labor market, thus securing the volume 
of labor, quantitatively and 
qualitatively, which is necessary for 
prosperity and social development 
(human capital) 
iii. ensure social participation, including  
social cohesion (equality of 
opportunity/equity). 
 
The aim of compulsory education is the first 
one, namely to lay the groundwork for the 
individual control and autonomy. However, 
VET processes (at secondary level) have a 
different function. They prepare pupils for the 
labour market while improving individual 
control even further. Indeed, in contrast to 
general education, VET is designed for and 
directly leads to a particular occupation or type 
of occupation, instead of only higher education. 
Therefore, it provides people with vocational 
and technical qualifications. VET usually 
combines practical training at either workplace 
or school with learning of occupation-specific 
theory and some degree of general skills. 
However, due to the high variation of education 
and training methods for vocational and 
technical qualifications in different countries, 
this definition of VET unavoidably leaves some 
blurred edges. There are a variety of broadly 
different VET systems around the world: while 
some countries basically provide school-based 
vocational education (e.g. USA), firms in other 
countries completely take over the teaching of 
vocational and technical skills through on-the-
job training (Japan). A third approach is the 
Figure 2 – Percentage of youth aged 15-29 who are neither employed nor in education or training (NEET) 2007-15. Source: 
OECD (2016) 
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dual-track VET system, in which 
apprenticeships in a company are combined 
with vocational education at schools (e.g. 
Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Denmark).  
National VET systems come with 
commonalities as well as dissimilarities, but 
analyzing and comparing specific VET 
curricula in different countries faces many 
challenges, resulting mainly from the large 
variation in how national education systems 
train vocational and technical qualifications. For 
this reason, a comparison of curricula in the 
field of VET requires a theoretical foundation, 
free from social constructs and concepts.  
In this perspective a VET system, respectful of 
its goal, should work in a circular pattern, the 
Curriculum Value Chain (CVC) (Renold et al, 
2015). The CVC is a conceptual framework 
describing the processes through which actors 
from the education and employment system 
might collaborate. Compared to traditional 
education processes, in the field of VET young 
people have to be prepared for the world of 
work; a vocation, occupation, or simply a job. 
This means that curriculum designers have to 
anticipate the labor market needs with regard to 
skills and competences. As shown in Figure 3, 
the curriculum design phase features actors 
defining and deciding upon curriculum 
contents, qualification standards and forms of 
examination in VET, as well as the human 
context where certifications will be allocated. 
These are called the intended (or planned) and 
enacted curricula. Once developed, the 
curriculum will be implemented in a particular 
learning environment (curriculum application). 
In this second phase of the CVC everything 
involve the actual provision of education - who 
is taught, by whom, where, with what 
equipment and financed by whom. This 
combines to generate the experienced 
curriculum. The outcomes of the current 
curriculum appear after this phase, generate 
feedback which must be gathered, analyzed and 
used to determine when the cycle should begin 
again and what changes should be made. That 
process of using feedback to re-evaluate and 
update the curriculum is the curriculum 
feedback phase, which is especially important in 
VET due to constant innovation and 
technological change affecting the requirements 
of the labor market (Renold et al, 2015, p. 8). 
 
Figure 3 – The Curriculum Value Chain. Source: Reinold 
et al. (2016) 
 
 
Employment is deeply linked with education 
and on the part of recent graduates is measured 
in two tiers, successful entry into the labor 
market and productive work. All this is an 
essential part of the CVC as we intend, that is 
the result of two theories: Human Capital 
Theory (Becker, 1964) and Curriculum Theory 
(Kelly, 2009; Pinar, 2012; Tyler, 1949). For the 
former, at the basis of  economic growth is 
education, whose system form that kind of 
people, well-educated and essential both for 
economic prosperity and social development. In 
this view very important are VET programs, 
designed, as they really are,  to prepare 
adolescents for the labour market. The latter, the 
Curriculum Theory, plays a more marked 
political function. It deals with educational 
change, education policy and the curricula of 
the future. Nevertheless, some drawbacks are to 
be focused. In fact, it leaves out important 
aspects of the VET curriculum process, such as 
no chance of extra-school learning or foreseeing 
the change of the labor market. Despite the wide 
literature on workplace learning and workplace 
curriculum (Winch, 2010; Brockmann et al., 
2008; Billett, 2006), there is a lack of 
Curriculum Theory for VET. In this sense the 
CVC is very apt to compare the two theories, 
thus helping to choose the right way where the 
education and employment system couple. 
Based on the CVC framework a close 
connection along the curriculum development 
process between education and employment is 
an asset to develop effective curriculum. 
Therefore, the hypothesis of this papers is just 
based on the assumption that a strong linkage 
between the education and the employment 
system can provide better results on the youth 
labor market.  
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2. The education and employment linkage 
 
Let’s consider a classic research on education, 
the Systems Theory of Luhmann (1994). 
According to this study society is structured 
around two categories: complexity and 
dynamism, inside which coexist and positively 
interact different parts in such way that they can 
guarantee both solidarity and stability. These 
smaller parts are called systems, and include 
education, economics, politics, science and 
religion among others. Each of them carry out a 
primary system-specific function. Two 
examples accounts for this idea. The function of 
the economic system is to satisfy material needs 
through a programme called market, structured 
on the couple supply and demand. The 
education system claims two advantages: its 
variety of programs can provide human 
resources, both in qualitative and quantitative 
terms (Klieme et al., 2006); moreover its 
potentiality  is wider. In addition to these two 
primary functions, it can also provide services 
to other systems. As VET is concerned, the 
education system is linked to the employment 
system, which itself is a subsystem of the 
economic system.  
All in all, each system is characterized by 
inclusiveness. This means that all systems are 
related to each other. On one side they are 
independent, specifically connoted; on the 
other, they are interdependent  in the sense they 
are insert in the environment (Renold et al., 
2015). Differently said, as regards education: 
inwardly they include programs which in turn 
generate curricula on which the student’s career 
is based  (who teaches, what is taught, how it is 
taught); outwardly, they feature codes (which 
result in grades, passing, and failing - these tell 
us how far students have progressed in the 
system and through the curriculum). Human 
capital and graduates’ abilities are the result of 
VET, a subsystem of the education system, 
acting directly on a economic level (labor 
market) thanks to which youth are more 
prepared for the labor market and ready to work 
(Renold et al., 2016, p. 3). 
After education, let’s analyze, in the economic 
system, its subsystem, that is employment. Its 
key programs are markets and regulations, 
specifically the labor market and policies - 
employment protection and laws concerning 
employment contracts. The labor market 
contains supply and demand for labor and 
skills; firms demand labor and specific skill sets 
to fill job vacancies, individuals supply labor 
and skills to fill those vacancies. In this system 
the codes regard two categories: workers’ 
employment (or it’s opposite, unemployment) 
and the price for labor (wages earned by 
workers). The employment system directly 
affects outcomes on the youth labor market 
because it contains the labor market itself 
(Ibidem, p. 3). 
All in all, a logical view explains a cooperation 
of both systems (share power and resources) in 
the VET system. The stronger the  linkage, the 
better the outcomes in the youth labour market 
by affecting the quality, content and delivery of 
VET. Thus, it affects graduates’ preparedness 
for entering the labor market and reception by 
employers who understand the meaning of their 
degrees. 
The linkage is an equilibrium of power between 
actors from the education and employment  
systems in VET. It can be represented with an 
inverted-U-shape (Figure 4) in which optimal 
linkage is at some unknown equilibrium where 
the education and employment systems share 
power to cooperate in designing, providin, and 
continually updating VET. 
In this view, if education had all of the power, 
VET would be in-school training without input 
from employers. Coversely, if employment had 
Figure 4 – The education and employment linkage: an 
equilibrium of power. Source: Renold et al. (2016) 
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all of the power, VET would actually be post-
educational on-the-job training unrelated to 
schooling. At that equilibrium of power and 
optimal linkage, the VET pathway can 
maximally improve outcomes on the youth 
labor market as measured by unemployment 
rates. 
The figure helps to show how the collaboration 
between education and employment systems 
could be a win-win strategy, while keeping both 
sides’ incentives aligned, share resources and 
information. Thanks to the cooperation the 
outcomes are improved by solving the problem 
of resources and information asymmetries 
between education and employment, while 
holding at bay conflicts on incentives between 
the two parties (Renold et al., 2016, p. 4). 
Let’s consider the first type of asymmetry: 
resources. Access accounts for the  differences 
to be found. The education system has access to 
teachers, curriculum designers, students, and it 
is in a position to teach. Employment has access 
to the latest equipment and technology and the 
most qualified trainers, can provide students 
with real world experience when handling real 
clients and products and it is in a position to pay 
trainees during training by hiring them. Both 
parties benefit through cooperation for VET as 
that creates the most efficient allocation of 
available resources and uses the comparative 
advantages of each learning location (Ibidem, p. 
4). 
An regards information, the other kind of  
asymmetry analyzed, the difficult in the 
provision of VET is like this: the education 
system  is not in the position to master  the real 
demand for skills. As a consequence, students 
are not coherently formed for the right jobs, on 
the right equipment, with the right skills, or in 
the right quantities relative to labour market 
demand. On the other side it may occur that 
employment has real difficulty in finding skilled 
workers to match open positions (Ibidem, p. 4).  
Another typical problem is linked to the 
principal-agent theory. It has to do with the 
misaligning  incentives arising when an agent, 
employed by the principal for the job,  
maximizes its own utility by expending 
minimum costs. Incentives or regulations can 
manage the problem. “In the VET provision, the 
education system acts as the principal, using 
employers for things like workplace training. 
Ideally, trainees need to learn a broad set of 
skills to ensure labor mobility. However, in the 
absence of regulation, employers can minimize 
costs by using trainees as unskilled labor and 
training only firm-specific skills. This is trainee 
exploitation and students graduate without the 
skills they will need on the labour market” 
(Ibidem, p. 4). 
To sum up: two are the dimensions on which 
lies the equilibrium of power between actors 
from education and employment. 
Cooperation, the first component, is how the 
employment system participates in VET. An 
extreme case of this is when employers are not 
involved in the curriculum design and in such a 
case VET has no influence at all on the labor 
market. This dimension relates to the 
information asymmetry problem. The second 
dimension of power is regulation; that is the 
extent to which education actors can manage the 
actions of the employment system actors. As 
easily to be seen when employers have students 
without any obligation to train them, they 
exploit them as cheap labour.  Only if the 
linkage is high equilibrated, the power sharing 
is optimal in both dimensions. 
This idea is best conveyed in these words: “The 
optimal linkage is an equilibrium where both 
these two dimensions reach their ideal point. 
For cooperation, firms’ role should be large 
enough to solve resource and information 
asymmetries without depriving trainees of the 
general knowledge and skills they need to be 
mobile on the labour market. For regulation, 
the goal is to manage the principal-agent 
problem without creating an undue 
administrative burden for firms. As both 
cooperation and regulation approach their 
optimal points, linkage increases” (Ibidem, p. 
4). 
 
 
3. The apprenticeship 
 
As we pointed out before, high performance on 
the youth labor market, measured by  
unemployment rate (and other indicators such 
as NEET rate), is a prerequisite for economic 
growth. It can be the result of a high-performing 
VET system. Comparing across types of VET, 
the dual system, which is most prominent in a 
number of continental European countries 
(Germany, Austria, Switzerland and Denmark), 
seem to be more effective in helping youth 
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transition into employment than alternative 
academic or training education. Indeed, we can 
rely on several cross-country studies showing 
that countries with strongly developed 
apprenticeship systems, combining work-based 
learning with theoretical learning in schools, 
have proven quite successful in giving young 
people a good start in the labour market.  For 
example, Quintini and Martin (2006) show that 
in European countries, where the apprenticeship 
system is most developed, young people have 
better labour market outcomes than in other 
countries. As a matter of fact, Denmark and 
Switzerland, were among the OECD countries 
with the lowest youth unemployment rates, and 
Austria was well below the OECD average. 
Austria, Denmark and Germany were found to 
be among the countries with the lowest share of 
youth experiencing repeated periods of 
unemployment. Moreover, in Germany and 
Austria more than half of those leaving school 
found a job without experiencing any period of 
unemployment. In another study, Quintini and 
Manfredi (2009) find that the most successful 
European countries in terms of school-to-work 
transitions are those where apprenticeships are 
widespread. Indeed, Austria, Denmark and 
Germany have a larger share of youth on career 
trajectories characterised by employment and 
stability compared to other EU countries,  
featuring  by a high incidence of temporary 
work (e.g. Belgium, France, Italy, Portugal and 
Spain). 
A likely explanation of this trend is like this: in 
the dual apprenticeship system an optimal 
linkage is achieved between the two systems - 
education and employment. Indeed the success 
of dual training systems in easing transitions 
from school to work, thus reducing youth 
exposure to unemployment, is due to strong 
cooperation of all relevant stakeholders 
(schools, employers, government, unions, etc.) 
in managing VET.  
For example, in Germany social partners are 
closely engaged in the development and 
updating of training plans for each qualification 
to be obtained through apprenticeships and/or 
vocational training. Such training plans, 
formally issued by the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs and Technology, regulate the duration of 
the apprenticeship, describe the profile of the 
profession and set out final exam requirements. 
Apprenticeship salaries are determined through 
collective wage negotiations. The economic 
chambers are responsible for providing advisory 
services to participating companies and 
supervising company-based training. They also 
register apprenticeship contracts; assess the 
suitability of training firms and monitor their 
training; assess the aptitude of VET trainers; 
provide advice to training firms and 
apprentices; organize and carry out final exams 
(WEF, 2014). 
Responsibility for funding vocational schools 
lies with the Länder (states), mainly for 
teachers’ salaries and local authorities for 
equipment and infrastructure, while companies 
bear the costs of workplace training. In some 
sectors, all companies pay contributions to a 
general fund covering the apprenticeship costs 
of the institutions, while in other sectors each 
company bears its own costs. The 2004 
Training Pact concluded between the central 
social partners and the German government 
committed employers to offer sufficient 
apprenticeship slots to meet demand over the 
following three years. This included 60,000 new 
training positions and 30,000 new training firms 
on average per year, as well as an additional 
40,000 positions annually for company-based 
introductory training (Ibidem, p. 18). 
Also the Swiss VET system enjoys the same 
cooperation between social partners: the 
Confederation (Federal government), the 
cantons (member states of Switzerland) and 
labour market organisations (professional 
associations and unions, though the latter play 
only a minor role). The largest group in the 
labour market organisations with the most 
responsibilities are the professional 
associations. In a nutshell, the division of 
responsibilities is as follows: the Confederation 
and the professional associations collaborate in 
deciding which sectors and what skills should 
be covered by VET. The Confederation is 
responsible for enacting the new regulations, 
while the professional associations are 
responsible for developing the content and the 
qualification standards in the regulations. The 
cantons ensure that the quality required by the 
legislation is got. The collaboration of the three 
actors as partners ensures that there is no system 
failure (Egg and Renold, 2015).  
Comparisons across countries show that those 
that have expanded skill supply, but not caring 
the coherence of education and training 
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provision on the skills with the requests of the 
labour market and/or without cooperating with 
employers, suffer from higher youth 
unemployment rates and qualification 
mismatch. Improving the responsiveness of 
skills provision to the needs of economy is 
directly linked to the commitment of employers 
to steer education and training design and to 
provide structured opportunities for learning in 
the workplace, in cooperation with schools or 
training centers. 
The main advantage of employers involved in 
the VET system is that the curriculum content 
of apprenticeships is developed in line with 
technological developments, thus ensuring 
quick adaptation to the labour market’s needs 
and the persistence of high standards of 
excellence. This tight connection between the 
education system and the labour market is 
essential to avoid  skills mismatch problems. At 
the same time, the engagement of professional 
associations in the curriculum development 
might have spillover effects on companies 
operating below the technological frontier, 
because all apprentices learn about the new 
technologies (Rupietta and Backes-Gellner, 
2012). 
 
  
4. Benefits of apprenticeship 
 
Apprenticeship is a particular form of VET. 
Two quotations are in hand for a clear definition 
of apprenticeship we. The first is the official 
one offered by the European Commission 
(2013, p. 5), according to which apprenticeship 
“is a form of initial VET that formally combine 
and alternate company based training with 
school-based education and whose successful 
completion leads to nationally recognised 
certification degrees”. Very close is another 
definition by Wolter and Ryan (2011, p. 523): 
apprenticeship includes all “programmes of 
learning that combine part-time formal 
education with training and experience at the 
workplace, and result in an externally 
recognised vocational qualification”. These 
definitions highlight some of the key distinctive 
features of apprenticeship.  In the first place, it 
is a component of a formal education and 
training programme, typically at upper 
secondary level. Secondly, it provides 
systematic, long-term training by combining 
practical work-related training at the workplace 
(either company or school-based) with 
theoretical education in an educational 
institution or training center.  
Despite the above key features of 
apprenticeships, the way these are manifested 
and implemented in specific national (and 
occupational) contexts varies considerably. 
Furthermore it is not always really easy to 
distinguish apprenticeship from other types of  
learning activities, such as internship, 
traineeship, work-based learning programmes 
and school-based VET.  
Just to simplify, we can demarcate 
apprenticeship, on the one side, from work-
place training programmes (including internship 
and traineeship), regarding the amount and 
content of their off-the-job learning, and, on the 
other side, from school-based VET, regarding 
the amount of work experience and work-based 
training. 
As regard the first point, unlike apprenticeship - 
which alternate and combine part-time 
education at school or in a training center - the 
other work-based learning activities typically 
lack an abstract, classroom-based component. 
Or, if they have one, it is often shorter and less 
structured than apprenticeship. Whereas, the 
main difference between apprenticeship and 
other forms of vocational learning courses 
(school-based VET) is that the latter lack a 
workplace-based more substantial component 
than short spells of work experience. 
The benefits of high quality apprenticeships for 
the individual, employers and society are broad 
and well documented. In the following sub-
sections we will examine some of them. 
 
 
4.1 Learners 
 
As a key advantage, apprenticeship enables 
young people to start working and earning a 
reasonable wage while learning key skills and 
gaining the qualifications for future and better 
employment (“earn and learn”). Furthermore it 
allows participants to develop expertise not only 
through the acquisition of technical skills (in 
classroom) and personal and social 
competences, but also through socialisation in 
the workplace. The extent to which these 
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competences are acquired differs significantly 
from one workplace to another and depends on 
the situations learners are exposed to besides the 
support received. 
 
Hards skills. Apprenticeship claims an actual 
asset: it greatly improves the standard of 
expertise, skills and competence essential to 
professions and workplaces. Its importance 
dates back to old times when craftsmanship was 
paramount in society. Especially in  the  Middle 
Ages training was highly requested to form 
craftsmen. The advantages for developing 
technical skills and acquiring disciplinary 
knowledge have also been demonstrated by a 
number of studies. Apprenticeship is the best 
way to generate skills, especially technical ones, 
with the further advantage to be formed in 
productive contexts (Darche et al., 2009; Fuller 
and Unwin, 2008; Field at al., 2009). With 
respect to school-based VET programmes, in 
the apprenticeship the exposition to real work 
situations enhance the standard of learning 
(Ryan, 2011, pp. 2-3).  
This kind of learning (“by observing and 
doing”) has a further gain. Together with new 
technical skills and disciplinary knowledge, 
learners acquire automatically also procedural 
knowledge to be spent in any job, even at 
academic level (Raelin, 1997).  
Furthermore Brennan (2009) has stressed that 
with the technology revolution of modern 
workplace  workers are likely expected to 
master a higher level of technical skills. Owing 
to the pace of technological change, increasing 
specialisation and the use of outsourcing, it is 
argued that the training of (certain) higher level 
of technical skills can be more effectively done 
in the workplace itself, rather than in the 
classroom. 
 
Soft skills. Side by side with technical skills 
another category is to be considered: the soft 
skills, that is personal and social competences 
(communication, teamwork and customer 
relations skills), general competences (project 
planning and problem-solving skills) and 
qualities such as being enterprising, highly 
motivated and prepared to take risks (Brennan, 
2009). These type of skills are more important 
today than ever before (Heckman and Kautz, 
2016; Brennan, 2009). The apprenticeship give 
learners the opportunity to develop such skills 
through the complex process involving 
production, informal and formal interaction 
with colleagues, management and customers. 
Especially they allow learners to deal routinely 
with real-life challenges at work. Further 
personal improvements in work experience 
include self-evaluation skills and build-up 
confidence necessary to self reflect and learn 
from experience. 
Such kind of skills become imperative in 
practical situation, being unattainable to be 
developed in abstract context – classroom 
(Darche et al., 2005; Darche et al., 2009; Fuller 
and Unwin, 2008; Field et al., 2009). 
Apprentices can also benefit these type of skills 
outside of their working life, although the return 
on investment may not be as immediate or 
explicit as the hard skills. Non-congnitive skills 
are, however, especially important in the 
context of lifelong learning, since people 
change work - both  employers and occupations 
- several times over the course of their working 
careers (Smits, 2008). 
 
Career management skills.  A number of studies 
have come to the conclusion that apprenticeship 
can make an important contribution to 
enhancing the learner’s career progression and 
can help develop career management skills 
(Cedefop, 2010; Darche at al., 2009; European 
Commission, 2010; Field et al., 2009). The 
expression  refers to a broader view of the 
learner’s development: “to the development of 
‘meta-competences’ that are not occupation-
specific but are transferable, thus helping 
individuals to better manage their learning and 
work” (Cedefop, 2011, p. 31). For example, 
culture and growing expectations mature in real 
workplaces (Darche et al., 2009), and the same 
is for good work habits (Luecking and 
Gramlich, 2003) when individuals are in the 
position to carry out real production-related task 
assignments while interacting in a complex 
context among  peers and customers. Positive 
example comes from a German survey pointing 
out the extent to which  apprentices could gain 
better chances  to develop their career choices 
(Berger and Pilz, 2009). All evidence agree on 
the better results achieved in apprenticeship 
programmes  with respect to student jobs, 
whose career skills jobs are less flourishing.  A 
likely explanation for the better outcomes is 
linked to the context and the methodology. In 
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fact students in apprenticeship programmes 
work with a mentor or trainer; moreover, 
because they have access to workplaces and 
activities, they would be unable to access in 
direct employment. 
 
Self-confidence and motivation. Apprenticeship 
has the potential to develop the learner’s self-
esteem and self-efficacy when trainees are 
given the opportunity to demonstrate their 
capabilities accomplishing tasks and resolving 
problems in a work context (Darche et al., 2009; 
European Commission, 2010; Fuller and 
Unwin, 2008; Luecking and Gramlich, 2003). 
Furthermore, some evaluations of work-based 
learning simulations implemented in secondary 
schools across Europe have shown that these 
activities stimulate enthusiasm and motivation 
among students, broadening their horizons and 
allowing them to develop skills and knowledge 
they might not otherwise have acquired. This 
rises an old question about the greater efficacy 
of learning by doing, the superiority of 
knowledge  when carrying out real practical 
tasks instead of only studying books, 
decontextualized from concrete work and 
tangible results. This approach is particularly 
recommended for those students poorly 
motivated who reject traditional and bookish 
subject. Apprenticeship programmes often 
trigger unforeseen enthusiasm for learning and 
self-development (Cedefop, 2011). 
 
Employability. Preparing young people and 
students for the world of work through real 
work experience smooths school-to-work 
transitions. It can be a double asset in the 
transition from school to work and in 
competition for a job: on the one hand learners 
master certain skills and competences more 
effectively through a combination of school-
classed theory and work-based learning, and on 
the other they already have one foot in the 
labour market since employers tend to recruit 
the best candidates.  Apprenticeships in 
particular are often related to positive early 
employment outcomes: a relatively large 
proportion of apprentices are taken on by the 
company where they have been trained 
(Bartlett, 2008; Quintini et al., 2007). In 
Australia (Bowman, 2005), Germany (Berger 
and Pilz, 2009), Netherlands (Smits and 
Stromback, 2001), Belgium (De Rick, 2008) 
and France (Bonnal et al., 2002), for example, a 
high percentage of apprentices find employment 
immediately after they complete their training: 
many find the job in the company where they 
trained and others quickly find jobs elsewhere. 
 
Wages return. Several studies have identified a 
positive impact on wages related to 
apprenticeships in certain contexts. The extent 
to which wage returns are higher depends on the 
apprenticeship system: its prestige, 
competitiveness, the level of the qualification 
obtained and other factors such as company size 
and gender. Nevertheless, apprenticeship 
returns may also decline over time (Hanushek et 
al., 2017). Many studies have examined the 
earnings gains from apprenticeship training in 
European countries. They generally find high 
rates of return for the workers, often in the 
range of 15% (Clark and Fahr 2001; Fersterer et 
al., 2008; Geel and Backes-Gellner, 2009). A 
study of apprenticeship in ten US states also 
documents large and significant earnings gains 
(Reed et al., 2012). It estimates how the length 
of participation in apprenticeship affected 
wages, holding constant for pre-enrolment 
earnings of apprenticeship participants. The 
estimated impacts are consistently and highly 
positive. At six years after starting a 
programme, on average wages of participants,  
stood at 1.4 times the earnings of non-
participants with the same pre-apprenticeship 
history. Ryan (2002) finds that a male school 
leaver who completes a skilled vocational 
qualification whilst working part-time reaps a 
return of about 24%. This gain far exceeds the 
3.9% return to a male working part-time whilst 
obtaining an associate diploma (two-year 
college degree). 
 
 
4.2 Employers  
 
Potentially, apprenticeship  is a real asset for 
employers. The benefits are triple: financial (i.e. 
increased productivity), soft benefits (i.e. 
increased staff morale), immediate (i.e. 
acquisition of skills needed in the workplace) vs 
medium-term (i.e. lower staff turnover) vs long-
term (i.e. enhanced profitability and improved 
business performance). Nevertheless in 
employers there is not clear  unawareness of the 
range of this business potentiality as far as 
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apprenticeship is concerned. The problem is not 
only to implement apprenticeship but especially 
making employers aware of the real advantages 
for their business.  
The academic research provides us with a rich 
dossier on the positive implication of 
apprenticeship for employers. 
 
Higher productivity. Most European studies 
have found that work-based learning has a 
significant impact on productivity, although the 
estimated return on investment varies 
considerably. Reviews by Smits (2008) and 
Hansson (Cedefop, 2004) of the literature 
relating to the link between training and 
productivity concluded that investment in 
training generates substantial gains for the 
training company irrespective of whether the 
training is useful in other companies. Smits also 
highlighted that most European studies have 
found that training has a significant impact on 
productivity while the results of US studies are 
more mixed, with some authors finding no 
relationship or only weak links between training 
and productivity, while the rest concluding that 
training has a considerable positive impact on 
productivity. 
Regarding apprenticeship, empirical studies 
show that apprentices’ contributions to 
productivity during their apprenticeship period 
in most firms cover and even go beyond the 
costs of training (Wolter et al., 2006). This 
means that the productivity of the apprentice 
covers the apprentice’s wage, the trainer’s 
wage, the acquisition and preservation costs for 
material, instruments and infrastructural 
facilities as well as for other costs. 
There is also research evidence indicating that 
the quality of work of apprentices tends to be 
better than non-apprentices in the same position. 
From the start, apprentices are given the correct 
tools and training to do the job and are closely 
monitored and supervised. As a result, they tend 
to be more attentive than non-apprentices to the 
quality of the work they perform (Hogarth et al., 
2005). 
 
Recruitment impact. The mixed of school-based 
and work-based modules characterising 
apprenticeship has the potential to make 
employment with a particular company more 
attractive than it otherwise might be, thereby 
enabling employers to recruit from a wider pool 
of applicants.  The fact that firms offering 
learning opportunities are more attractive to 
candidates also shows that employees 
understand the beneficial effect work-based 
learning can have on their future careers and 
expect greater advancement in a company 
offering such possibilities.  
Besides improving the company’s prospects of 
recruiting the most talented candidates, the 
training period gives the employer an 
opportunity to gain an insight into the 
characteristics of the potential employees, for 
example to analyze the job performance (think 
of attitudes and soft skills as focus before, see 
Field et al., 2009). In this way employers avoid 
the risk of hiring an individual unknown to the 
company plus the risk of external recruitment 
and induction costs. According to an employer 
survey carried out by the German Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research in 2003, 
about three-quarters of companies reported that 
apprenticeship schemes afforded them an 
opportunity to pick and choose the best 
apprentices and to avoid bad hiring decisions. In 
the same survey, nearly 60% mentioned that 
these schemes also contributed to reducing the 
costs involved in the induction of new (more 
experienced) employees (Axmann, 2004). 
Furthermore companies using the 
apprenticeship system are less likely to make 
errors of judgement when recruiting staff in 
comparison with companies who do not hire 
from a pool of apprentices (Ebbinghaus and 
Ulmer, 2009). 
 
Better image. Employers in some countries 
believe that participation in apprenticeship 
enhances the company’s reputation image 
(Berger and Pilz, 20099). This is the case of 
Germany, where the Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research found that 57% of 
employers believe that participation in 
enterprise-based training enhances the 
company’s reputation (Axmann, 2004). This is 
especially true for larger firms, which consider 
that apprenticeships improve their corporate 
image in the eyes of the public, customers and 
suppliers, thereby making the company more 
attractive to potential high-achieving employees 
(Ebbinghaus and Ulmer, 2009). 
 
Staff retention and work satisfaction. Research 
indicates that apprentices  training with a 
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company are more likely to stay with that 
employer because they feel a sense of loyalty or 
commitment and enjoy better opportunities 
there for personal and professional 
development. In this way, apprenticeship can 
also improve staff morale, motivation and 
retention (Dawe, 2003).  
For example, nearly half (46%) employees 
surveyed in the UK stated that training 
opportunities would make them more likely to 
stay with a company, whereas four out of ten 
employers training their staff reported an 
increase in staff retention (Hogarth et al., 2005). 
Furthermore, 88% believe that apprenticeships 
leads to a more motivated and satisfied 
workforce. 
 
Opportunity to address skills gaps. Skills 
shortages and gaps have a range of negative 
consequences. Companies may lose valuable 
business or be forced to turn business away, and 
shortages can also delay the development of 
new products and services or lead to increased 
operating costs. Employers commonly report a 
lack of practical experience among school 
graduates. But job-specific and work-based 
skills are difficult to learn other than on the job. 
Apprenticeships can be an effective strategy to 
address the problem of inadequate skills supply, 
because they help young people to maintain the 
link with the labour market and to gain useful 
work-relevant skills (Berger and Pilz, 2009). In 
Germany, a survey of 15,000 companies 
revealed that apprenticeships are a very 
important means to satisfy future staffing needs 
for six out of ten employers (Ebbinghaus and 
Ulmer, 2009). This is because apprenticeships 
allow trainees to develop skills to deal with 
unpredictable problems and real-life work 
situations (Rauner, 2005). 
 
Financial benefits. there are also costs involved 
in the provision of apprenticeship. The key 
question is whether the benefits outweigh the 
cost. For employers, the net costs depend on the 
mix of classroom and work-based training, 
occupation, skill and wage progression and the 
productivity of the apprentice whilst learning to 
master the require skill. Direct costs include 
apprentice wages, the wages of trainer 
specialists for the time they oversee apprentices, 
materials and the costs of the additional space 
required for apprenticeships (Wolter and Ryan, 
2011). The benefits depend on the extent to 
which apprenticeships save on subsequent 
hiring and training costs, lower turnover costs 
and enhance productivity more than added wage 
costs. Also valuable is the employer’s increased 
certainty that apprentice graduates know all 
relevant occupational and firm-specific skills 
and can work well alongside other skilled 
workers. In addition, having extra-well trained 
workers, such as apprentice graduates, provide 
firms with a valuable opinion of expanding 
production without reducing quality in response 
to uncertain demand stocks and covering  for 
sudden absences of skilled workers. 
The most extensive studies of the net costs of 
apprenticeships cover the situation with German 
and Swiss employers. One analysis compares 
results from surveys of 1,825 German firms and 
1,471 Swiss firms  that refer to the year 2000 
(Muehlemann et al., 2010). The study does not 
include the costs of school-based learning 
linked to apprenticeships. The firm main gross 
costs are the wages of trainers and the wages of 
apprentices. The authors calculate the gross 
costs and the benefits to employers thanks to the 
productive contributions of apprentices only 
during the training period. On average, the gross 
costs per year amounted to € 15,500 for German 
firms and about € 18,000 for Swiss firms. 
Although the latter spend more than the former, 
they get substantially higher benefits from the 
value added by apprentices. Swiss firms gain 
over € 19,000 per year, more than double the    
€ 8,000 benefits experienced by German firms. 
For a three-year apprenticeship, Swiss firms 
recoup the e 54,000 cost with benefits of           
€ 57,100 while German firms report a € 46,600 
cost, but only € 24,000 benefits. Whilst the 
wages paid to apprentices are higher in 
Switzerland than in Germany, apprentices are at 
work for more days per year in Switzerland than 
they are in Germany (468 vs 415). Furthermore, 
when at workplaces, Swiss apprentices devote 
83% of their time to productive tasks, compared 
to only 57% among German apprentices.  
One striking feature of apprenticeships in both 
countries is how quickly apprentices ascend 
from taking unskilled to skilled tasks. In 
Switzerland, the productivity of apprentices 
rises from 37% in the first year of the 
programme to the 75% in the last year; in 
Germany the increase is as rapid: passing from 
30% to 68% over the apprenticeship period. 
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Still, nearly all firms with apprenticeships 
(93%) incur in net costs while a majority of 
Swiss firms (60%) more than recoup their costs. 
Also an extensive study of Canadian employers 
sponsored by the Canadian Apprenticeship 
Forum (2006) estimated employer costs and 
benefits of four-year apprenticeships in 15 
occupations. The average gross costs varied 
widely, ranging from about $ 78,000 for cooks 
to $ 275,000 for construction electricians. 
Average in-programme benefits – measured as 
the revenue generated by the apprentices - 
varied widely as well, ranging from $ 120,000 
for cooks to $ 338,000 for construction 
electricians. Considered  all 15 occupations, 
employers earned a positive return on their 
apprenticeship investments. 
 
 
4.3 Society 
 
The impact of apprenticeship can go beyond its 
immediate effects on employees and employers.  
Apprenticeship, indeed, can offer people from 
all walks of life and from all social groups an 
attractive entry route into training and 
employment, thus laying down an important 
foundation for social integration and 
participation (Berger and Pilz, 2009).  In 
particular, apprentices  can act as a route to a 
formal qualification that may increase the 
learner’s chance of finding employment. At the 
same time, it can be an effective method for 
reintegrating unemployed individuals and 
disenfranchised young people, many of whom 
prefer a hands-on approach to learning. 
As many work-based interventions targeting 
vulnerable groups are designed to address the 
needs of the target group, they often achieve 
low dropout rates (relative to the target group in 
question). In the US, for example, participation 
in the School-to-Work work-based learning 
programme improved attendance and 
graduation rates compared to other groups of 
students; moreover, the students participating in 
these programmes were less likely to drop out 
of school (Hughes et al., 2001). In Germany, it 
is estimated that less than 5% of those who 
begin an apprenticeship are estimated  to drop 
out prematurely without identifying an 
alternative option, such as moving to another 
employer or changing to another type of 
training (Field et al., 2009). In Austria, the 
completion rate stands at around 85% 
(Steedman, 2011). 
In addition,  governments costs are lower in 
apprenticeship programmes than in school-
based VET. Students spend less time in school 
during apprenticeships. Government spending 
on equipment is less necessary for 
apprenticeships because apprentices gain 
experience with relevant equipment in their 
work site. Successful dual system reduce the 
needs for government spending on university 
education or on a second-chance training 
programmes.  
The long-term benefits of apprenticeship 
accruing to governments are rarely estimated. 
Reed et al. (2012) surmise that in the US over 
the career of an apprentice the tax returns are 
more than € 27 for each dollar invested. 
According to Hollenbeck (2008), the 
government obtains about 20% of the overall 
net gains in earnings linked to apprenticeship 
earnings gains. 
Investment in apprenticeship training is 
substantially bigger in country with large dual 
system, such as Austria, Denmark, Germany 
and Switzerland. Their governments are 
generally convinced that such investment bears 
fruit in the form of low youth unemployment, 
improving the school-to-work transition, 
insuring effective skills options for people 
learning better by doing, increasing the share of 
people with a skill qualification and improving 
the climate for manufacturing (Lerman, 2016). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In the context of high rates of youth 
unemployment and NEET, giving youth a better 
start in the labour market is a key priority for all 
countries. A common observation in the 
literature points out that, where the 
collaboration between education and 
employment systems in  providing VET is well 
developed, youth employment patterns tend to 
be better. This is particularly true in developed 
apprenticeship systems than in countries with an 
inadequate or no apprenticeship system. 
Austria, Denmark, Germany and Switzerland 
have proven quite successful in giving young 
people a good start in the labour market, and 
these countries have low youth unemployment 
rates. 
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By equipping youth with the skills needed in the 
labour market, quality apprenticeships can be an 
effective way of improving employment 
opportunities for youth and promote a smoother 
transition from school to formal sector 
employment. In the first instance, they can 
provide a learning pathway for youth at risk of 
dropping out early from initial education. This 
is particularly important as the lack of a 
secondary qualification is strongly associated 
across countries with poor labour market 
performance.  By combining work and study, 
apprenticeship programmes can help attract and 
retain youth who have become disaffected with 
classroom based schooling and are better 
suited to learn on the job. In addition, 
apprenticeships provide a good mix of hard and 
soft skills, usually allowing participants to earn 
a wage while studying  and while offering 
valuable work experience.  
Thanks to the strong linkage between the 
education and the employment systems, the 
dual-apprenticeship  offered in continental 
European counties can promote skills 
acquisition, facilitate the transition from school 
to work, improve employment opportunities and 
reduce school drop-out rates. 
Italy has been hit hard by the economic and 
financial crisis and unemployment has grown 
by almost six percentage points since 2007, 
reaching its highest level since the 1970s. 
Young people have been hit hardest during the 
recession, their unemployment rate has doubled 
since 2007, reaching a peak of more than 40% 
in 2014. Recently it has receded a bit, though 
remaining very high (about 37%), as referred to 
the OECD area (OECD, 2016b). 
The government’s response to high youth 
unemployment has been to strengthen VET. 
Traditionally, compared to the German dual 
system, the school part dominates the Italian 
VET system. The apprentices/learners spend 
most part of the week in schools and the rest in 
a host company. Therefore, they get only 
moderate working experience as they, largely 
mere visitor at the company, are not able to 
settle into a working routine. Nevertheless, a 
comprehensive package of measures was 
approved  in recent years with the following 
aims: to improve vocational guidance, prevent 
early leaving from education and training, raise 
education and training offers, promote 
apprenticeships and traineeships, step up staff 
and improve teachers' professional 
development. Particularly important have been 
two major reforms; the Jobs Act (2014) with the 
related implementation legislation (2015) and 
the Good School (2015). The former has created 
a new legal framework for apprenticeship, in 
order to make it more attractive for students and 
employers. The latter has made the school-work 
alternance pathways in any type of upper 
secondary curriculum compulsory. The aim of 
these two reforms is to design a dual system 
similar to that operating in German countries: 
strengthening work-based learning while 
providing apprenticeships opportunities and 
school-work alternance pathways to all students 
of upper secondary. 
In particular, the creation of a dual system 
model will be achieved by reinforcing those 
apprenticeships linking them to the learning 
pathways of Education and Training system, 
thus  implementing them, especially within 
VET pathways:  
 - Apprenticeship type 1 for young people aged 
15-29 to reach a professional qualification 
and/or diploma or a an upper secondary diploma 
or a certificate of higher technical specialisation 
(IFTS); 
- Apprenticeship type 3 for higher 
training/education and research for young 
people aged 18-28 to reach higher education 
degrees (university) or a higher non-academic 
VET (ITS) diploma or a PhD or research 
activities or internships to access regulated 
professions. 
In addition, the implementation of a dual system 
has been accompanied by the decision of 
making compulsory school-work alternance 
pathways (minimum 400 hours in the technical 
and vocational schools and 200 hours in the 
upper secondary general pathways - licei).  This 
specific pedagogical methodology aimed at 
reinforcing mechanisms to boost school-work 
transition by increasing employment 
opportunities and guidance capacities of 
students. 
Both measures should provide qualified and 
skilled workers in a longer perspective, thus 
reducing the existing skills gap into the Italian 
labour market.  
In this context, two reccomendations seem 
reliable in order to implement in Italy this 
process towards an effective dual apprentichip 
system: 
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1) The first key issue in the political agenda is 
to improve the recognition and value of 
apprenticeships as an attractive career choice 
for youth. Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) courses, including apprenticeships, are 
often seen as a poor second-class choice with 
the view  to continue on in more general 
academic studies, even if this form of learning 
may subsequently lead to good labour market 
opportunities. Apprenticeships may also be seen 
as a trap, notably when there are not enough 
bridges down the road to higher-level education 
programmes or, worse, they do not lead to a 
formal qualification or certification. Interest in 
undertaking an apprenticeship may be limited if 
programmes are only offered in a narrow range 
of occupations and do not cover expanding 
employment sectors. The willingness of youth 
to undertake an apprenticeship will also be low 
if the training is of poor quality, working 
conditions and pay are not competitive and the 
programme does not lead to the acquisitions of 
those skills favourable  valued by employers. 
 
2) The engagement of employers is  crucial for 
the success of an apprenticeship system. In fact 
apprenticeships, lacking a strong involvement 
of employers, cannot expand and become a 
recognised pathway from school to work. In 
Italy, often, the main challenge is not 
necessarily in the provision of quality training 
facilities, but in the insufficient occasions of 
apprenticeship places with employers. In those 
countries with strong apprenticeship systems, 
close and active is the involvement of both the 
social partners representing employers and the 
trade unions. Thus, for a country such Italy, 
with a weaker tradition of active and close 
cooperation between the social partners, the real 
challenge is to achieve a strong cooperation 
between the education and the employment 
systems. Quality apprenticeships work better if 
they are jointly managed by the social partners 
and relevant institutions. Representatives of 
employers and workers should be directly 
involved in the development, implementation 
and governance of apprenticeship systems, 
particularly in the definition of the content of 
training, together with the relevant training 
institutions. This is important to make sure that 
the training content is regularly revised to keep 
pace with technological and organisational 
progress. In the United States, for example, the 
Registered Apprenticeship system is an 
industry-­‐‑sponsored system which, in 
collaboration with the Department of Labor, 
supports the design and delivery of training to 
meet the specific needs of employers. 
  
It is too early for a reasonable verification 
whether the  reforms implemented by the Italian 
government will get the expected outcome, but 
the general view is that Italy is on the right path 
to establishing a VET system that serves the 
Italian labour market well. 
 
Andrea Cegolon 
Università di Macerata 
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